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The book ‘To Train Up A Child’ was submitted for classification by a member of the public. The 
book is a child-rearing manual written by an American fundamentalist pastor. It gives detailed 
instmction in a method of “training” children that aims at producing complete submission to 
parental will and instant obedience to commands. The method is based on a literal reading of Old 
Testament exhortations. It involves a conditioning process where commands are reinforced by 
inflicting pain, using “the rod”, a Biblical term that covers items varying from a willow twig for 
infants to a belt or branch from a shrub for older children. The authors believe that use of the 
rod is God’s design for proper training and that children whose tendency to self-will is not 
broken will be ill-equipped for a moral life. In light of New Zealand’s high rate of child abuse, 
and also the serious concerns expressed in a submission from the Office of the Children’s 
Commissioner and in numerous complaints from members of the public, the Classification 
Office has considered whether the book promotes or supports the infliction of extreme violence 
or extreme cruelty. However, there is insufficient evidence in the text that the infliction of severe 




pain is intended or that training methods amount to extreme cmelty. 

It is quite clear, however, that ‘To Train Up A Child’ promotes and encourages “the use of 
physical force for the purposes of correction”, which is illegal in New Zealand. The Classification 
Office sought the assistance of a psychologist and the New Zealand Police in assessing whether 
the unrestricted availability of the book would encourage vulnerable parents to break the law and 
perhaps physically abuse their children. Both sources consulted agree that those most vulnerable 
are people whose strong Christian beliefs would predispose them to acceptance of literal readings 
of the Bible. A positive response to the text is even more likely if ‘To Train Up A Child’ were to 
be in the hands of vulnerable parents in communities with links to fundamentalist Christian 
churches, and if the book was promoted by preachers or leaders in such communities. Young, 
inexperienced parents without support systems are also identified as being susceptible to the 
book’s confident message of improvement through consistent use of the “rod”. 

In the framework set by the New Zealand Bill of Rights Act, classification decisions are required 
to be reasonable and demonstrably justified in a free and democratic society. The book ‘To Train 
Up A Child’ promotes and encourages criminal acts. However, with the prominence of the “anti¬ 
smacking” debate over recent years, few New Zealand parents would be in any doubt that the 
methods advocated are against the law and that their use would invite prosecution. Recent survey 
trends that indicate a lessening of support for smacking children suggest that most of New 
Zealanders would not attempt to follow the methods outlined in the book. It is likely that people 
who are just looking for advice on parenting (or who access the book out of curiosity) would be 
put off by its fundamentalist religious ideology and patriarchal views. The book, first published 
21-years ago, is known to have been available (albeit not widely available) in New Zealand for 
some time without being linked to harm to children. 

The number of complaints about ‘To Train Up A Child’ received by the Classification Office, 
and a well-supported petition calling for its removal from Auckland Libraries, indicates that to 
many New Zealanders the book is alien and distasteful, even dangerous. However, ‘To Train Up 
A Child’ represents a part of the ongoing debate in this country about using physical means to 
punish children. This debate is a political discourse as well as a religious one, and political and 
religious freedoms are some of the most protected forms of speech. In light of all the evidence 
considered, the Classification Office concludes that to ban the book would be neither reasonable 
nor justified. 
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